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The Encyclopaedia of Modern Witchcraft and Neo-Paganism, Edited by Shelley Rabinovitch and James Lewis, 2004, Citadel Press.
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Who are the cunning-folk?
Cunning-folk also known as Cunning Women or Cunning Man. The word cunning can be interpreted in contractionary ways, seen in Radinovitch and Lewis, cunning comes from an old English word of which can mean both ‘crafty, skillful’ and ‘knowing, adapt’ (Radinovitch and Lewis, 2004). These can be understood as positive or negative attributes. Cunning-folk can invoke fear into the minds of their neighbours, there ‘mystical’ knowledge, education among the illiterates.  Many people who were seen as midwives’ and cunning-folk where later accused of witchcraft and prosecuted as such. It has always been possible to see a link between cunning-folk and witches. This link is evident through “Anglo-Saxon and Viking sources people who would later be described as cunning-folk were usually referred to using the blanket term of wiccan, meaning witch” (Davies, 2007, VIII).  The word Wiccan has in more recent times been adopted into the Neo-Pagan community, Gerald Gardener the founding father of the religion Wicca a religion that practices witchcraft.
Cunning-folk is only one term out of several that were used in England and is still used just less widely, to describe a multi-faceted practitioner of magic who was able to heal the sick and bewitched, tell fortunes, identify thieves, induce love, among other things (Davies, 2007). The healing witchcraft practices of the cunning-folk was the main difference that separated them from the witches of old.     
History of the Cunning-folk.
Within the early modern period the witches were seen as people who could use magic to cause harm, they were like the cunning-folk in the sense that they could use the same occult forces, but while cunning-folk where employed in the healing and helping of people, witches uses their abilities to do the opposite (Wilby, 2013).   The cunning-folk would have known who the local witches where, from gossip, rumours, and consultations that they had done previously (Macfarlane, 1999), meaning that the cunning-folk were used as a tool to find witches who were then prosecuted.
While historians make a distinction between cunning folk and witches, cunning-folk who practiced good magic, witches who practiced bad magic, for the people of the early modern period this distinction was not clear. Resulting in cunning-folk being accused of being a witch and was tried for witchcraft. Although some cunning-folk had the reputation of being good, a large proportion of them were seem as being ambivalent, being able to employ their magic to do harm or to help (Wilby, 2013).They used their knowledge of herbs to affect people for good or ill. For the clergyman of the sixteenth and seventeenth century the cunning-folk where seen as ‘black as the blackest witches’ (Davies, 2007). For Henry Holland a clergyman, there are three types of “satanic covenant: ‘some have an open, expresse, and evident league and confederacie with Sathan: some a more hid and secret: some a mixt and meane betweene both” (Davies, 2007, 30). The cunning-folk were seen as being guilty of all three, they are “thought to have sunk even deeper into hellish sin than the harmful witches” (Davies, 2007, 31). While historians make a clear distinction between witches and cunning-folk, the people around at the time did not have this clear distinction. Not only were the cunning-folks seen as being sinful by the clergy, the practice of witchcraft was also illegal in Britain. 1542 an act was passed in Parliament which defined that witchcraft was a crime which was punishable by death, there were a number of changes made to the act, the last trial was in 1717, but it was not until 1736 that witchcraft act was repealed, making it punishable  not by death but fines and imprisonment. It was not until 1951 that the act was repelled and witchcraft was finally not illegal (UK Parliament). It was also during the 1950s that the modern practice of witchcraft was came to light through the writer Gerald Gardener, making it possible to argued that the knowledge of witchcraft was not forgotten. 
What happened to them?
The term cunning-folk is little known today, with the term being recognised by people interested in social history, folklore and is also used by those of whom are modern practitioners of magic, but having no meaning for most people (Davies, 2007). Go back a century or so ago the term was familiar to everyone in rural society, while two hundred years ago the majority of the population within both countryside and town, would have known at least one cunning person be it man or women. 
It has been suggested that the Cunning-folk has not disappeared just the use of the term, it can be argued that it has been replaced by the uses of other terms that are more socially accepted within the community. There are claims that the knowledge of the cunning-folks has not been lost but that the modern witches, including hedge witches and kitchen witches, can be described as the true inheritors of the traditions of the cunning folk. In the sense of practises including; simple spells, herbalism, divination and the solitary nature of their practices (Davies, 2007). The main difference between cunning-folk of old and the witches of now is the gulf between their religious views. The cunning-folk were Christian they applied Christian rites and rituals in their practices, while the Hedge witches are mostly of the Pagan belief (Davies, 2007). This does still suggest that the practices have continued but that the religious morality connected to the practices have changed.   
It should be noted the definition of witch has changed over time and within the Neo-Pagan terminology community within the UK it has been adopted and been claimed, it has been given more positive connotations, to mean wise women, healer.  They are solitary in nature relying on intuition and personal study, much like what the cunning women and men would do, back during the early modern period they would have been called upon by the local community for specific spells and potions for healing among other things. There are many types of witches, including Black Witches, White Witch which as it suggests is the opposite of the forma and Grey Witch who sit in the middle. These terms are only basing themselves on the intentions and morality behind the magic undertaken while terms such as hedge and kitchen relate to the places the magic is done and the places the ingredients used are from.
The cunning-folk have left little records on their thoughts and experiments, the cunning-folk were known for applying practical magical solutions to resolve people’s everyday problems. (Davies, 2007). It has only been since the 18th century that the cunning folks have had the access to, catalogues of occult books, the cunning-folk where not by any means illiterate. The history of the cunning-folk themselves has not been lost completely, through some written records and some wives-tales, beliefs and superstitions, which have now become incorporated into the believes and practices of modern twenty-first century folk practices and into modern witchcraft.  The witches of the present can be compared to both the cunning-folk of the past and the witches of the past, in the sense that they use magic in the same multi-faceted way, for both healing and bewitching.  
Academic Research.
The main scholars of interest in the study of English cunning-folk include; Cecil Ewen’s (1929, 1933) work was largely on the topic of the witchcraft trials however his transcriptions provided a wealth of information around the role of cunning-folk, George Kittredge’s (1929) work does not specifically cover the cunning-folks themselves but does cover magic from Anglo-Saxon times until the nineteenth century, Keith Thomas’s (1971) work helped illustrate who the cunning-folk were and what they did, and Alan Macfarlane (1970) gives an impression of the number of cunning-folk and their relationship between them and those of who approached them for their services. Other scholars that are of great importance in the understanding how the history of the cunning-folk still impact upon the practices of modern witchcraft and witches within the twentieth and twenty-first century while also, include Ronald Hutton (1999), Graham Harvey (1997) and Susan Greenwood (2000). 
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